Get Dairy Heifers off to a Good Start

Source:  George Heersche


Did you know that calving difficulty is a major reason first-calf Holstein heifers lose calves at birth?


If you want to get your heifers off to a good start in their rookie season, use artificial insemination to select sires with good calving ease scores.  


Calving difficulty with dairy heifers varies depending on the sire of the calf.  This problem, also called dystocia, is higher for first-calf-heifers than for second and later calvings. Small heifers also have more calving difficulty.


Using sires with low calving ease scores decreases difficulties with heifers’ first births.   This reduces the risk of losing a calf and possibly the cow.  It also decreases the number of stressed cows that don’t get off to a good start on their first lactations. 


You can pick the optimum sire by using the National Association of Animal Breeders’ Holstein Dairy Sire Summary for Calving Ease.  It provides the following items of information: number of observations, reliability, and the expected percentage of difficult births in dairy animals having their first calf with an individual sire, commonly referred to as the sire’s “calving ease score.”


This score represents the proportion of births that would require considerable force or be extremely difficult if this sire was mated to heifers.  The current average for Holsteins is 8.24 percent difficult births in heifers.  Because there’s considerable variation in birth difficulty among calves of a single sire, some operators might have different percentages in individual herds.  However, it is a good estimate of the expected birth difficulties encountered in first-calf heifers from individual sires. 


To minimize heifer calving difficulties, select AI sires with calving ease scores near or below breed average to use on heifers.


In addition, avoid sires with high calving ease scores.  Equally important, don’t use natural service sires because you have no calving ease information on them.  If they’re good, you were lucky; If not, you’ll have a problem with the first calf and, perhaps, the cow, too.


Remember to feed dairy heifers balanced rations so they are large enough to breed at 15 months old and will continue to grow at the correct rate between breeding and calving.


For more information on all aspects of dairy cattle management, contact your (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service.

Educational programs of the Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin.
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